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[The following article was released on May 18, 1993 by the Washington-based Council on
Hemispheric Affairs (COHA). The article was written by S. Gregory Jones, Darin Maney and
Charles Saltzman. The authors granted LADB permission to reproduce.] The hearty, if not entirely
warranted, validation of the recent Paraguayan presidential elections by the Organization of
American States (OAS) monitoring teams, a National Democratic Institute (NDI) delegation and
the warm words of former president Jimmy Carter do not necessarily confirm that the May 9
presidential election in Paraguay was without some very serious flaws. Furthermore, the race
for legislative seats, also contested in the May 9 vote, must be closely evaluated for fraud as well,
for control of the legislature will give the Colorados the same kind of unrestricted authority over
national affairs that they have enjoyed for almost half a century. Described by the State Department
as a "major test of democracy in the hemisphere," the election has been a relative milestone for
Paraguay, a country ruled by civilian and military dictators since its independence in 1811, and,
unquestionably, is a crucial first step to the future of genuine democracy there. President Carter
went so far as to say of the vote, "so far, these are the best elections I have ever seen." These words
may turn out to be a case of rhetorical hyperbole, as not only did political irregularities surrounding
the ballot raise serious questions, which unfortunately may now be swept under the rug by Carter's
imprimatur, but larger questions regarding its "fairness" need to be raised as well as do issues
relating to the role of foreign election monitors. Juan Carlos Wasmosy, candidate of the Colorado
Party, which has ruled the country for 46 years, declared victory shortly after the polls closed,
even though only a small percentage of the ballots had been tabulated at the time. He stated that
the results indicated that he would receive 42% of the vote, with 31% going to left-of-center and
longtime Stroessner adversary Domingo Laino of the Authentic Liberal Radical Party (PLRA), and
22% of the ballot being won by centrist Guillermo Caballero Vargas of the National Encounter Party.
With almost all of the ballots now counted, his calculation has turned out to be within one or two
points of the final tally. Nevertheless, these figures stunned Paraguay's electoral specialists, as
independent pollsters, just two days before the election, had placed Caballero Vargas nine points
ahead of Wasmosy, with Laino a distant third. The vital questions concerning overseas missions
are: How familiar are their recruits with the traditions and political environment of the country
where they have been assigned? When do they arrive and how long do they remain in the country?
And, how comprehensive is the scope of their assignment? Controversial aspects of foreign vote
watching Regarding Paraguay, foreign poll watchers should have assessed the election results as
much for the ambience in which they occurred, as for the technical aspects of the vote recording
and processing function. In the latter respect, monitoring teams have gathered impressive evidence
which indicates that the vote was largely "free," but was it really "fair?" While the NDI should be
exempted from this claim, many of the observers arrived just a few days before the vote, with little
or no background in Paraguayan affairs and apparently with no realization that for almost five
decades the Colorado Party has ruled the country with an iron heel, forming a corporate society in
which, like the ruling PRI in Mexico, it controls nearly every aspect of national life. If Wasmosy had
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been a candidate in a US election, would his illegal utilization of public resources, intimidation of
opponents, automatic deduction of 5% from the wages of intimidated employees of state-controlled
companies, and conscription of government-paid employees for campaign activities while on duty
be characterized as "fair?" Related to the Colorados' enormous campaign war chest which was
as much the result of mixing public funds with private donation was its incestuous relationship
with most of the media. Print and electronic organs for the most part supported Wasmosy. This
was hardly happenstance, since not only is most of the media controlled by Colorado operatives,
but it is heavily dependent upon paid government ads and announcements, thus providing the
presidential palace with a lethal choke hold on the press. Wasmosy's rise to power Wasmosy,
54, himself is an example of the interlocking nature of the Colorado Party's relationship with a
suborned government and a pervasively corrupt military. He made tens of millions of dollars
on government road and bridge building projects under the Stroessner dictatorship and was an
integral part of the tainted Colorado-government system which featured bribes, kickbacks, and
payoffs, as well as contraband and smuggling activities. He never before has held elected office and
brings to the presidency only the minimal governmental experience gleaned from a brief stint as
interior minister. His campaign emphasized free trade, economic modernization, environmental
protection, and increased foreign investment to "advance the nation 50 years" during his five year
term, but hardly touched upon the country's 50% poverty rate, inflation levels approaching 30%, the
padding of state-owned facilities with Colorado Party hacks, endemic under-and unemployment,
and the ever looming influence of the armed forces. Wasmosy's nomination as standard bearer
for the Colorado Party was surrounded by controversy. He enjoyed the strong support of current
President Gen. Andres Rodriguez, who, while a major beneficiary of the Stroessner regime through
smuggling and contraband activities, had used his position as a senior commander of the military
to topple the aging dictator in 1989. In response, Stroessner, from his gilded exile in Brazil, had
heavily financed the bid for the Colorado nomination of right-wing hardliner Luis Maria Argana,
who appeared to triumph over Wasmosy in a party caucus in late December. However, Wasmosy
and Gen. Rodriguez denounced the vote and, in a series of irregular initiatives the party's electoral
tribunal which was loaded by Rodriguez with Wasmosy supporters not surprisingly declared that
Wasmosy had received the most votes, thus voiding Argana's victory. In turn, an outraged Argana
told his militant supporters not to vote for Wasmosy in the approaching presidential elections.
In this atmosphere of threats, pressures and political manipulation, the average Paraguayan was,
no doubt, further cowed when First Army Corps Gen. Lino Cesar Oviedo declared several weeks
ago that the military was "not willing to risk being ruled by another party" and that "our decision
[in the military] is to govern with the immortal Colorado Party forever and ever...no matter who
may protest." The message was clear: either vote for the Colorado Party or face the likelihood of a
military coup and the certain end of any hope for the institutionalization of Paraguayan democracy.
This interpretation was strengthened by the fate of former education minister Raul Papena Brugada
a man labeled a traitor by his fellow cabinet members, and pressured to resign his post several
weeks ago after refusing to campaign for Wasmosy who accused his former colleagues of being
guilty of "totalitarianism." Observers say that the election was fair In spite of the full picture of the
events and climate surrounding the election, foreign monitors gave a very restrictive definition of
their proper role in Paraguay. NDI observers validated the vote's fairness, stating that "there was
no evidence on Sunday, May 9, that the registration lists had been altered to hinder the ability of
opposition supporters to find their voting sites, as opposition parties had feared." International
observers watched 333 election tables only one-fifth of all such stations involved in the electoral
process and concluded that, with the exception of isolated incidents, problems rarely occurred.
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They stated that almost all polling tables under scrutiny had representatives of the three major
parties present and that over 90% of the polling locations followed the proper voting process to
their satisfaction. While NDI concluded that the polling mechanisms were fairly overseen, some
international observers as well as a State Department source said that the heads of state-owned
companies were able to pressure their employees to vote for the Colorado ticket by exploiting the
commonly held belief among Paraguayan government workers that their livelihoods depended on
their party affiliation. Other major irregularities included the issuance of false identification papers
to prospective pro-Colorado voters in rural areas, an armed attack on opposition TV Channel 13
and an interruption of telephone service to the non-governmental SAKA consortium engaged in
independent computer tracking of election results. The status of Paraguayans outside the country
Based on an article in the 1992 constitution which conditions the rights of suffrage on residency
within the country, judge Luis Pereira Ramirez, a Colorado-appointed lower labor court judge, ruled
in favor of his party's petition which closed Paraguay's borders to citizens living outside the country
returning to vote. This action took place regardless of the valid voter registration procedures that
had been followed by as many as 30,000 Paraguayans living in Argentina, Uruguay and Brazil, the
vast majority of whom were considered to be pro-Laino in orientation. This finding seemed to be in
direct conflict with another constitutional provision that grants to all Paraguayans the right to enter
the country at any time. Although the president of the Supreme Court, just hours before election
day reversed the lower court's ruling as a result of a Liberal Party petition, many of those expatriates
who were able to make the trip still reported difficulties entering the country or couldn't make
the necessary last minute arrangements to vote. Even so, Colorado Party officials were outraged
by the Supreme Court's last minute reversal permitting Paraguayans living abroad to return,
charging that "the Constitution states that they cannot vote because they are not residing in the
country. If they registered, it was just another fraud, in this case committed by PLRA members." The
PLRA's Laino had noted earlier that "the border closure is another irregularity committed by the
government which adds to the abusive use of state means in favor of our political adversary, to the
pressures exerted on public employees, and to the meddling by military officers in political affairs."
Opposition representatives also claimed that a number of ballots were taken to the Colorado Party's
headquarters before being transported to official tabulation sites. Despite these irregularities, and
the fact that the electoral commission had been dominated by Colorado militants, Carter and the
other international observers found that ballot fraud was not extensive enough to have changed
the election's outcome. OAS Secretary General Joao Baena Soares even observed that flaws in
the election process were "only to be expected," a somewhat superior position for him to take,
perhaps representative of the traditionally patronizing attitude that many Brazilians display toward
Paraguayans. A similarly evasive position was expressed in a New York Times editorial last Friday,
which held the Paraguayan election to much more relaxed standards than those applied by the
Times' editorial writers several years ago to the vote staged in Nicaragua under Sandinista rule. The
candidate of the ruling Colorado Party, who counted on the full power of the state apparatus and
personnel as part of his campaign strength, surely possessed advantages that were denied to the
opposition. We all recognize this in Mexico. Why has this been ignored in Paraguay? Now, under
Wasmosy, the Colorado Party will be able to maintain its record for having the longest unbroken
tenure of any political party in South America. In an election setting where Caballero Vargas, the
candidate who stood for change, held a nine point lead going into the vote and yet was defeated by
19 points, serious questions must be asked about what happened. Perhaps even more importantly,
the final cachet given to the Paraguayan election by the NDI, OAS and other observers, indicated
the need for a probing reassessment of whether foreign monitoring missions at the present time
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have the capacity to be sufficiently steeped in the political realities of a country like Paraguay,
and of their ability to evaluate not only mechanistic procedures and events surrounding election
day, but the entire political environment in which the election is being staged. An overview of the
Paraguay vote in all its aspects would have to conclude that the May 9 ballot was unacceptable as a
manifestation of bona fide democratic procedures, and that it was more akin to a "demonstration"
election than the expression of popular will.

-- End --
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